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TWO NOTES OF MADAME DE STAEL 

Madame de Stael owed much of her achievement to her environ- 
ment and associations. The Revolution and the Empire stimulated 
into sharp activity her talents for diplomacy and intrigue. Benjamin 
Constant's love brought inspiration which the financial genius of her 
Genevan father could not give. The intellectual companionship of 
Crabb Robinson and A. W. Schlegel contributed to her Germany 
almost all of such of its ideas as she did not receive directly, in more 
or less confusion, from the greater minds of Goethe and Schiller. 
The friendship of Sir James Mackintosh gave her monumental book 
a considerable part of its vogue in England. And the hostility of 
Napoleon made Madame de Stael famous all over Europe. 

Because the men whom she knew did in many cases have an 
influence upon her literary works and reputation, the advent of a 
new figure in even the outermost circle of her acquaintance assumes 
importance for the student of the significance of Madame de Stael. 
Therefore the two notes printed below seem worth preserving. They 
are two messages from Madame de Stael, one to a French enemy and 
the other to an English friend. 

The first, evidently an inclosure in a letter to an intimate 
acquaintance, Benjamin Constant perhaps, represents an indignant 
note sent by the great lady to a literary poltroon who had betrayed 
her confidence. The false listener, M. Charles Frangois Philibert 
Masson, was a man of letters of no mean repute at the turn of the 
century. His epic concerning the rebellion of the Swiss against 
the power of Charles the Bold was brought to the attention of the 
Emperor at a meeting of the Academy on January 4, 1800. This 
epic, Les Helvetiens, Madame de Stael mentions. His ode on the 
foundation of the Republic was crowned by the Institut on October 7, 
1801. Even more generally known, though probably less worthy 
of popularity, were his Secret Memoirs of the Russian court, which 
indeed have been widely circulated in EngHsh translation.^ Varying 

• For a concise statement of facts concerning the literary career of Masson see : 
Tableau de la littirature francaise 1800-1815, par Gustave Merlet. PremiSre partle: 
Mouvement religieux, philosophigue et poStique (3d ed., Paris, Didier), pp. 168, 520. 
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critical estimates of Masson give a fair notion of his real significance. 
The writer of the preface to the first Enghsh edition of his translated 
Secret Memoirs of the Court of Petersburg declares that the portraits 
of the principal personages are "drawn by the hand of a master," 
and finds the delineation of the various characters "marked by a 
superior degree of accuracy and judgment."' The biographer for 
La grande Encyclopedie comments upon Charles Frangois Philibert 
Masson and his elder brother Andr6 Pierre in a single paragraph, the 
only critical statement of which is, "ils ont 6crit de mauvais poemes"; 
he adds, however, the remark that the younger brother pubhshed 
memoirs of Russia, "tr^s sujets k caution." The biographical notice 
of Masson in the Biographie universelle opens with the characteriza- 
tion of its subject as "litterateur auquel il n'a peut-etre manqu^ 
que des circonstances plus favorables pour obtenir un reputation 
durable." 

The principal facts in the life of Charles Frangois Philibert Mas- 
son can be summed up very briefly.^ He was born at Blamont in 
1762. His birth year has been recorded as 1761 also, or 1764.' He 
was early apprenticed to a clockmaker, and at the age of seventeen 
went to Switzerland to perfect himself in his craft. There, being 
tormented by the demon of poetry, he published in the Mercure 
helvetique during 1780 poems which, his biographer thinks, deserved 
encouragement. In 1786 he went to Russia, where his brother 
Andr6 had already earned prestige as a soldier. Through princely 
patronage, Charles Masson rose rapidly, until in 1795 he was senior 
major of the grenadiers of the Grand Duke Alexander and husband 
of a court lady, the Baroness Rosen. Then, with the accession of 
Paul I, came the fall of the house of Masson. In December, 1796, the 
two brothers were exiled from Russia. As emigres, they dared not 
go home to France; Charles therefore took advantage of the asylum 
which his protector, the Count of Lehndorf, offered him in Poland. 
There the disgraced courtier busied himself with writing memoirs; 

1 Secret Memoirs of the Court of Petersburg: Particularly toward the End of the Reigri 
of Catharine II and the Commencement of That of Paul I, Serving as a Supplement to tha 
Life of Catharine II (translation from the French, 2d ed., London, 1801), p. iii. 

2 Michaud, Biographie universelle, ancienne et moderne, etc. (2d ed.), XXVII, 237—38. 
' Nouvelle biographie gln^rale depuis les temps les plus reculis jusqu'd nos jours (Paris, 

1865), Vol. XXXIV. 
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and when, in 1799, his patron, Louis Bonaparte, made it safe for 
him to enter Paris, he immediately set about publishing the book, 
declaring in its preface: "La proscription, dont j'ai 6t6 victime en 
Russie, ne m'a point inspir6 ces m^moires; mais c'est peut-etre 
I'indignation qui me donne le courage de les publier."' 

Inaccuracies and insults in Masson's book roused the resentment 
of August Friedrich Ferdinand von Kotzebue, a German dramatist 
who was actively loyal to his adopted country, Russia. Some pas- 
sages in the controversy between Masson and Kotzebue are interest- 
ing for the light which they throw upon the character of the former. 
Two quotations from Masson's preface to his memoirs fairly represent 
his general tone: "Je n'^cris que ce que j'ai vu, entendu, senti ou 

^prouv6 moi-m^me J'ai d6ja pubH^ quelques petits ouvrages, 

oil je ne me suis pas nomm^, parce qu'ils ^toient purement Htt^raires, 
et n'int^ressoient que ma vanity. "^ 

Kotzebue published as an appendix to his Une Annee memorable 
an Examen de I'ouvrage intitule: Memoires secrets sur la Russie. In 
it he declares that Masson's book made more noise than it deserved 
to make, and, further, "C'est done son indignation qui delate seule 
dans ses Memoires."' For Masson's literary achievements, Kotzebue 
says, "II a fait petits vers." And he derides Masson's annoyance 
at having "sa personne importante comme homme de lettres" con- 
founded with that of his brother. The Prussian brings his examen to 
a climax with the assertion: "On serait tent^ de croire que M. de 
M''^ est sorti de I'ecole de M. Schlegel, tant son extravagance est 
ridicule, et sa ridiculit^ extravagante." 

In the following year Masson repUed to Kotzebue in a series of 
letters which served also to supplement his memoirs. Here the 
Frenchman gave a bright account of his own importance in the 
Russian court and belittled the "j^remiade de Kotzebue" to which 
he was replying. His boasting tempts one to apply here Kotzebue's 
declaration concerning the earher book: "II saisit avec un amour- 
propre ridicule chaque occasion de parler de soi."* 

1 MSmoires secrets sur la Uussie, et particuli^rement sur la fin du r^gne de Catherine IT 
et le commencement de celui de Paul I (Paris, An. VIII [1800]), I, vi. 

2 Ibid., pp. ii-lii. 

^ Une Ann^e Tnemorable de ma vie (Paris, 1802), Appendice, pp. i, iii, xiii, xxxi. 
* Ibid,, p. xxii. 
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Masson definitely calls himself "un 6crivain qui sent I'importance 
et la dignity de sa vocation " and hints that in his Memoirs he spoke 
"a plus d'un peuple" and even "a plus d'un si^cle."^ 

Such was the minor man of letters whose betrayal of her con- 
fidence induced Madame de Stael to send him the message printed 
below. The exact nature of the personal facts which he had put 
unceremoniously into writing is not clear. It seems likely that, upon 
reception of Madame de Stael's note, he suppressed the passage which 
had offended her. The date of the note is August 3, 1800. Madame 
de Stael was at Coppet from April till November of that year,^ and, 
since she mentions Masson's epic as a means of identifying him, the 
note must have been written in the interval between the publication 
of that poem and that of the much better known Mimoires which 
appeared in the same year. 

There need be no doubt of the authenticity of the manuscript. 
In comparing it with facsimiles of other letters of Madame de Stael 
I have observed a convincing resemblance.' Mr. C. A. Carroll of 
Cornell University, who has made special study of Madame de 
Stael, assures me that the handwriting is hers. When Mr. W. R. 
Benjamin, the well-known authority on autographs, sold me the 
letter, which is now in my possession, he wrote: "As to Stael 
letter I guarantee it positively to be all in her hand, — as I am familiar 
with her writing." The single sheet of note-paper is, to be sure, 
unsigned; but the unique looped d of her script is unmistakably 
present throughout the page and a half of cramped and slanted pen- 
manship. Further proof is given by the words "Mde. de Stael" 
written in the upper left-hand corner of the page in ink as brown and 
faded as that of the note itself; apparently the preserver of the letter 
treasured it as from the hand of the author of De V Allemagne. The 
text is as follows : 

1 Lettres d'un Fransais d un AUemand, servant de r^ponse d M. de Kotzebue, et de suppli' 
ment aux Mimoires secrets sur la Russie suivies d'un precis historique de la deportation et de 
I'exil de I'auteur, par C. F. Ph. Mason (cidevant major en premier, au service de Russie. 
et secrStaire des commandemens du Grand Due Alexandre-Pauloide) , Basel and Coblem, 
An. XI [-1802J, p. 103. 

2 Life and Times of Madame de Stael, by Maria Norris (London, 1853), pp. 231, 234. 

> See tor example the reduced facsimile, facing p. 32, of Madame de Stail and Benjamin 
Constant, edited by Baroness Elizabeth de Nolde (translation from the French by Char- 
lotte Harwood, Putnam, New York and London, 1907). 
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CopPET le 3 aoAt v. style 
je crois Monsieur, que vous avez senti comme moi combien il y avait de 
disaccord entre les sentiments que vous m'aviez t6moign6 et I'extrait que 
vous avez cru devoir insurer — il y a dans votre maniSre de vous exprimer 
en g6n6ral quelque chose d'extrSmement flatteur, mais cette mani^re m§me 
vous oblige h une conduite analogue k vos paroles — la critique, la satyre meme 
personnelk, (et tel est le genre de I'extrait) pent Itre parfaitement permise, 
mais Test il de surprendre au point oCt j'ai du [sic] etre surprise quand je 
comparais vos discours avec Taction que vous 6tiez appell6 k faire, et que 
vous avez fait — je n'en ai point de ressentiment, je ne changerai pas de 
conduite envers vous, parce que ce sont vos vertus et vos malheurs que 
j'honore mais k I'avenir je jouirai avec moins de confiance d'une bienveil- 
lance que je me flattais de poss6der invariablement. 

voulez-vous bien faire remettre cette lettre au cit. masson auteur du 
po6me des helv^tiens. j 'ignore son adresse. 

The other note is less important. It does present, however, 
evidence concerning Madame de Stael's knowledge of the English 
language before her second visit to England, in 1813-14. Her "my 
dear sir" shows that she had not entirely forgotten the English she 
learned twenty years earlier, at the time when, during her brief 
sojourn among the emigres at Juniper Hall in Surrey, she wrote 
affectionately to Miss Burney: "When do you come spend a large 
week in that house?"' 

More significantly, the billet bears witness to Madame de Stael's 
friendship for a noted British general and so, one might think, adds 
one more to the list of her notable British friends who helped to make 
her personally popular in England before her Germany was published 
there. In this case, however, Madame de Stael's fame in England 
was probably increased but slightly. As late as July, 1807, Madame 
de Stael was quite unknown to Sir Robert Wilson. An entry in his 
diary under heading of July 30 reads in part: "This reminds me of 
Princess Radzivil's recommendation to read a new novel by Madame 
de Genlis called 'Corinna, of Italy.' She describes it as interesting 
and clever. I have not been able to procure it," etc.^ 

In her Dix annSes Mme. de Stael records among the list of her new 
friends " ceux que la conformity des sentimens avoit rapproch^s de 

1 Diary and Letters of Madame d' Arblay (London, 1891), III, 483. 

* Life of General Sir Robert Wilson from Autobiographical Memoirs, Journals, iVar- 
ratites. Correspondence, etc. Edited by his Nephew, Rev. Herbert Randolph (London, 
1862), II. 333. 
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moi, .... Sir Robert Wilson qui va chercher partout une occasion 
de se battre, et d'enflammer ses amis par son esprit."^ But Sir 
Robert Wilson remained with the Russian armies till 1814. 

The letter, one sentence of which is quoted by Lady Blenner- 
hassett,^ is preserved in the British Museum; it is addressed on the 
back of a folded double sheet of note-paper: "Sir robert wilson to 
the army." 

The text is as follows: 

Stockholm ce 12 
d^cembre, 1812 
je remets avee plaisir k votre aide de camp my dear sir un mot qui vs rappelle 
combien je vs aime et vs admire — toutes les nations vs ont donn6 I'ordre de 
la bravoure moi je vs donne tout ce dont je puis disposer la plus haute estime 
et I'int^ret le plus sincere — il me semble que les russes ont triomph6 h, cause 
de vous — tachez qu'il en soit de mime de la d^livrance de I'europe — et 
m^nagez vous pour conserver I'exemple de la plus parfaite union de I'esprit 
de chevalerie et de I'amour de la liberty — quand nous reverrons nous? 
donnez-moi de vos nouvelles, et comtez k jamais sur 

moi — Neckek de StaEl Holstein 

Robert Calvin Whitford 
Ubbana, III. 

* Oeuvres inidites de Mme la Baronne de SfaSU publiee par son fils^ Tome premier 
(Paris, 1821); Dix ann^ea d'exil; fragmens d* un outrage in&dit compost dans les ann^et 
1810 d 1813, p. 349. 

2 Frau von Stael^ ihre Freunde und ihre Bedeutung in Politik und Literature von Lady 
Blennerhassett, geb. grSfln Leyden (Berlin, 1889), III, 343. 
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